O n 31 July 1754, a servant maid named Agnes Kirk appeared before the Presbyterian kirk session of Cahans, County Monaghan, to answer for her improper conduct with an unnamed male servant. Under questioning, Agnes revealed that the pair had been involved in flirtatious teasing and that she 'sometimes would have pulled him by the skirt of his coat as he passed by her about his work in the house'.
1 Of more concern to the session, however, was Agnes's admission that the man in question also 'came to her bed pretending courtship' and that he sometimes 'lay down in bed with her'. 2 The phrase 'pretending courtship' is particularly revealing as it suggests that these types of behaviours belonged specifically to courtship itself. Agnes's physical closeness with the servant man, alongside their sharing of an intimate space, were directly associated with activities reserved for courting couples, framing sex and other forms of sexual behaviour firmly within the bounds of courtship. Cases such as this raise interesting questions about the rituals of courtship in general and, more specifically, the role that sex and sexual activity played in this process.
A rich body of scholarship relating to sex and sexuality exists for England, Scotland and, to a lesser extent, Wales. Much has been written about courtship practices, marriage rituals and rates of illegitimacy, as well as the extent to which these practices changed over time, in response to economic and cultural developments.
3 Such extensive studies of sex and sexuality have yet to be undertaken in respect to Ireland, and this is particularly true for the period before the late-nineteenth century. 4 Moreover, much of what has been written on Irish society and its sexual practices has focused on the unique chasteness and moral purity of its inhabitants. 5 In some respects, Ireland's reserved reputation is borne out by the demographic evidence. By European standards, illegitimacy rates in Ireland were exceptionally low across the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Europe's 'sexual revolution' of the eighteenth century, which witnessed rising rates of illegitimacy across the continent, was not replicated in Ireland. While there are problems in obtaining reliable figures for this period (civil registration was not introduced until 1864), most historians would argue that illegitimacy was low and, if it increased at all, it was unlikely to have reached anything resembling continental European levels. 6 This pattern continued throughout the nineteenth century. While the proportion of illegitimate births in Ireland never rose above 3.8 per cent during the latter half of the nineteenth century, the same could not be said for her European neighbours. By contrast, comparatively high rates of between 6 and 9 per cent were recorded in Scotland, 5 to 6 per cent in England and Wales, 6 to 7 per cent in France, 8 to 9 per cent in Germany, and 13 per cent in Austria. 7 It is important to note, however, that Ireland's low illegitimacy rate was offset by relatively high levels of infanticide. Elaine Farrell has noted that the infant murder rate in Ireland surpassed that reported in England for much of the late-nineteenth century, and it outstripped that recorded in Belgium and France in 1868. 8 Faced with the shame of unmarried motherhood, many Irish women resorted to infanticide. Indeed, approximately 85 per cent of murdered infants were classed as illegitimate in Ireland between 1850 and 1900. 9 In spite of the demographic evidence, the image of the chaste and moral Irish has persisted. As Dympna McLoughlin has observed, Ireland's apparent 'disdain' for sex, at least in the cultural imagination, has led to its portrayal as a 'country filled with virtuous virgins, widespread abstinence and chastity'. 10 The evidence for the province of Ulster is at odds with this picture of the chaste and pure Irish. In comparison to the rest of Ireland, the north-eastern counties of the island have been portrayed as an area of above average illicit sexual activity. Indeed, between 1864 and 1920, illegitimacy levels in Ulster exceeded all other provinces in Ireland. 11 Moreover, surviving parish registers for the eighteenth century reveal that a high proportion of Ulster brides were pregnant on their wedding day, suggesting a more tolerant attitude towards pre-marital sexual activity. 12 Historians have posited various economic, religious and cultural explanations for this phenomenon. Ulster's mixed economy, the emergence of Belfast as an industrial centre, greater population mobility and the religious diversity of the region have all been allotted a role in shaping the province's demographic record. While no single explanation has 6 William Paul Gray, 'A social history of illegitimacy in Ireland from the late eighteenth to the early twentieth century' (Ph.D. thesis, Queen's University, Belfast, 2000) , pp 98 proved sufficient, it is probable that a mixture (if not all) of these factors was responsible.
13
While existing research has produced interesting insights into the incidence of illicit sexual behaviour in Ireland, and its regional diversity, it does not tell us much about the motivations of those individuals involved. Questions remain about the place that sex had in courtship and marriage. How did ordinary women and men in Ireland view sex and sexuality? Did sex and other forms of sexual activity play a normal part in courtship rituals? To what extent did contemporaries agree with religious institutions on where the boundaries lay between pre-marital and marital sexual behaviour? Drawing on a sample of Ulster Presbyterian church records, this article will forward some exploratory answers to these questions. In doing so, it aims to broaden our understanding of sex and sexuality in eighteenth-and nineteenth-century Ireland, and place the Ulster case in the wider historiographical context.
Why focus on Ulster Presbyterian sources? An examination of sex and sexuality in Presbyterian communities is important for three main reasons. Firstly, focusing on Ulster Presbyterian sources not only adds to our knowledge of sex and sexuality in a particular region of Ireland, it also offers us the opportunity to connect the Irish experience to the wider national (and indeed, international) historiography of Protestant-Dissenting minorities. Presbyterianism arrived in Ireland in the seventeenth century, brought over by Scottish settlers. Over the course of the next hundred years or so, successive waves of emigrants from Scotland settled in Ireland, consolidating a separate ecclesiastical and political identity in the north-eastern counties of the island.
14 Although Presbyterians were a minority in Ireland as a whole, accounting for just 8.1 per cent of the entire population in 1834, they outnumbered both their Anglican and Roman Catholic counterparts in the province of Ulster. 15 An examination of sex and sexuality in Ulster, therefore, not only offers a regionalised study, it also holds the potential for further comparative studies into the experiences of minority communities. 16 Secondly, as much as the Ulster Presbyterian case offers the chance to make connections to other histories of sex and sexuality, it also holds the potential to tell us something new. A common theme running throughout works which examine the regulation of sexual behaviour is the conflation between church 13 For examples of these debates see, Donald Harman Akenson, 
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Before considering the role that sex played in courtship and marriage in Ulster, it is helpful to give a brief introduction to the sources on which this article is based: Presbyterian church court minutes. The Presbyterian church was organised around a series of three church courts, each of which was responsible for a particular area of church business. These courts were hierarchical in their arrangement. At the top level was the synod, which was made up from the ministers and representative elders from all the congregations under its care. It generally met once a year and was responsible for the oversight of the whole work of the church, from the discipline of ministers and the laity, to the management of funds for the widows and families of ministers. Below the synod was the presbytery, which consisted of the ministers and representative elders drawn from the congregations within its bounds. 22 The presbytery generally met once a month and discussed a variety of issues, from complaints brought against individual ministers and students under its care, to calls received from vacant congregations. In addition, the presbytery also heard more complex cases of discipline, usually those involving adultery, incest and marriage, which were referred by the local kirk session for its consideration. 23 The lowest level of church court was the kirk session, which was made up of the minister and a body of ruling elders, who were elected from the local community. 24 The purpose of the session was to oversee the spiritual and moral welfare of the congregation; its duties ranged from the distribution of poor relief to the exercise of discipline for moral and social offences.
The cases of discipline that were heard by church courts usually fell into one of three categories: sexual offences, such as fornication and adultery; breaches of social and religious norms, such as drunkenness, sabbath-breaking and slander; and marital offences, such as bigamy. When an individual admitted, or was reported to have committed, an offence, they were called to appear before the local kirk session. If they were found at fault, the session would impose punishment. The sentence that was awarded to offenders varied depending on the type of offence that had been committed, the notoriety of the indiscretion, how recently it had occurred, and the nature of the evidence offered. 25 However, in most cases offenders were denied access to church privileges and were required to undergo a public rebuke before the congregation on at least two successive sabbaths. Discipline was intended to be more than punitive; it had a strong communal function by publicly upholding proper behaviour. 26 There were also some differences in both the level and focus of discipline that was enacted across individual communities. The ability of church courts to enforce discipline was dependent on not only 22 Barkley, Short history, p. 83. 23 Ibid. 24 Ibid., p. 84. 25 Holmes, 'Community and discipline', p. 272. 26 Ibid., pp 268-9.
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27
The minutes of the cases that came before the notice of each of these courts can be used to build a picture of everyday life in the Presbyterian community. While minutes recorded in both the synod and presbytery allow us to follow more complicated cases of discipline, it is within kirk session minutes that we can gain an insight into the sexual behaviours, social lives and marriage practices of the ordinary church member. Although the degree of detail recorded in each case varies considerably, most note the name of the person who appeared, their alleged offence and the decision of the session. Cases which were complicated or required the calling of witnesses, like that of Agnes Kirk above, usually include the greatest detail, including places, names, and the circumstances leading to the offence.
It should be noted, however, that minutes relating to discipline do not survive for every Presbyterian congregation. Historians such as Andrew Holmes have been quick to point out the difficulties of assessing the practice of discipline across communities, noting that fewer than twenty kirk session books have survived from the period before 1800. 28 It is impossible to know for sure whether this is the result of records being lost over time, or if those communities for whom records do not exist simply did not practise discipline. Nevertheless, those minutes that do survive offer us an unrivalled glimpse into the intimate worlds of Presbyterian women and men in eighteenth-and nineteenth-century Ulster. Taken together, these minutes can be used to build a picture which reflects, even if it does not represent, the wider experience of the community with which they identified.
II
In common with other religious traditions operating in Ireland and elsewhere in Europe and North America during this period, Presbyterianism discouraged its members from engaging in illicit sexual activity. As was the case in other Christian traditions, marriage was regarded as the ideal structure in which a man and woman could conduct a sexual relationship and produce legitimate offspring. 29 Indeed, according to chapter twenty four of the Westminster Confession of Faith -a document that contained the main beliefs and conventions of Presbyterianism -marriage was instituted by God for three main ends: 'the mutual Help of Husband and Wife, for the Increase of Mankind with a legitimate Issue, and of the Church with an holy Seed, and for preventing of Uncleanness'.
30 Unmarried (and married) persons who engaged 27 The minutiae of the differences in doctrinal belief among the various strands of Presbyterianism is not the focus of this article. On this subject, see Holmes, 'Community and discipline', pp 266-77; Blaikie and Gray, 'Archives of abuse and discontent?', pp 61-84. 28 Holmes, Shaping of Ulster Presbyterian belief and practice, pp 168, 172-4. 29 Roisin Browne, 'Kirk and community: Ulster Presbyterian society, 1640-1740' (M.Phil. thesis, Queen's University, Belfast, 1999), p. 120. 30 The Confession of Faith, the larger and shorter catechisms, with the scripture-proofs at large (Glasgow, 1757), p. 131 (hereafter cited as Confession). in illicit sexual activity were labelled as fornicators and subjected to discipline by Presbyterian church courts.
As was the case in Scotland, Presbyterian kirk sessions in Ulster closely monitored the time that couples spent alone, out of the sight of their families. Termed 'scandalous carriage' by Scottish kirk sessions, such activities usually referred to young couples who were caught in compromising or suspicious positions, for example, being alone together unsupervised. 31 This type of activity was closely monitored in consequence of fears that allowing young women and men to socialise in this way would lead to promiscuity and illegitimacy. The sessions of Loughaghery, County Antrim, and Cahans, County Monaghan, for example, regularly censured young women and men for attending what they termed 'promiscuous' or 'irregular' dances. 32 Dances were popular forms of leisure activity that attracted young people across Europe. In early modern Germany, young people gathered in the evenings at the Spinnstube, where dancing and singing took place alongside spinning and weaving. 33 Similar examples of youthful leisure can be found in the Ordnance Survey memoirs, which documented daily life in nineteenth-century Ireland. In County Antrim, for example, 'dancing' was recorded as a 'favourite' leisure pursuit of the local inhabitants. 34 Dances offered the young an opportunity to meet, mingle and strike up courtships.
Kirk sessions, however, regarded these dances as immoral because they were organised by young people themselves, often without the permission of adults or guardians. For example, when Hugh Brown was called to appear before the session of Loughaghery in October 1821, after a dance was held in his barn, it appeared that it had not been Hugh but his sons who had organised the event. 35 Similarly, a dance was held at the home of Joseph McTier in May 1806, apparently without his permission and carried on despite his protestations.
36
Dances were also believed to be promiscuous because they encouraged young women and men to socialise together, in an unsupervised space. Indeed, evidence suggests that they attended these dances together, in large mixed-sex groups. What made the couple's meetings worthy of an appearance before the session was that they were conducted privately, without supervision, and at an irregular time of the night. Indeed, the line of questioning that was used against Mary reveals that the session believed that some degree of illicit sexual activity must have occurred. Despite the pair's insistence that they had not engaged in any such activities, Thomas and Mary were subsequently censured for meeting at 'unseasonable times' on a sabbath morning and the details of the case were read out to the community the following sabbath.
39
A similar procedure was also used against John Minley, a member of the congregation of Ballymoney, County Antrim, in the summer of 1830, after it was reported that he had 'improper intercourse' with two women, Jane Campbell and Betty McArthur. 40 On the night that the alleged impropriety took place, a party had been held at the house of the McArthur family, which, according to witness testimony, filled the air with 'cheering' noises.
41
According to the report, two members of the party, John Minley and Jane Campbell, were together in private company in a field, raising the suspicion of both the session and the community that some sort of 'improper' behaviour had occurred. To get to the truth of the report, the session heard the testimony of two witnesses. The first of these was James Hamilton, who told the session that after he heard that Minley was in private company with two women, he 'went out of his own house that he might know whether any of his children were with the party'. 42 He did not, however, see either Minley or the women in question, being prevented by a 'garden which intervened between him and where they were reported to be'. 43 The second witness, Andrew Hurry, who happened to be out in his field at the time, stated that he saw Jane Campbell 'sitting upon the bow of the plough' and that Minley 'was standing a little off from her', but he 'did not see any thing pass between them'. 44 Given the 'public' setting of the field, the session appears to have been frustrated by the lack of information available on the pair's activities. Unsatisfied with Andrew Hurry's eye-witness account, the elders pressed 38 Cahans kirk session minutes, 1 May 1785 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/25B/2); my emphasis. 39 Ibid. 40 Ballymoney kirk session minutes, 18 June 1830 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/1/B/4). 41 Ibid., 7 July 1830. 42 Ibid. 43 Ibid. 44 Ibid. does not know whether persons along the road could see them where they were. A rider might. There was no path way through the field in which witness was. Cannot say whether there is a path through the one in which they were.' 45 In the absence of sufficient evidence, the session resolved that there were no grounds on which to censure Minley for the alleged charge. Moreover, there was no evidence that he had been in the company of Betty McArthur. The session did, however, reprove Minley for a 'breach of the fourth commandment', most likely for being in attendance at a party and in the private company of a young woman without the consent of his parents or elders.
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In addition to removing scandal and preventing accusations of unseemly behaviour, conducting a courtship in public could also be beneficial. Richard Godbeer has argued that one reason why families allowed young courting couples to spend the night together under their roof was that if the young woman became pregnant, there would be a number of witnesses to verify the existence of their relationship. Public knowledge of a courtship could act as a preventative measure if a man denied paternity of a child. 47 The case of Janet Montgomery, of the community of Carnmoney, County Antrim, is demonstrative of the obvious advantages that accompanied a public courtship. In February 1804, Janet was called to appear before Carnmoney session in order to prove that a man named Thomas Magill was the father of her illegitimate child. Key to proving the paternity of her infant was the testimony of Mary Mathison, her former landlady and witness to her courtship with Magill. According to Mary's evidence: Janet Montgomery had been with her 3 quarter of a year, & during that time he Thomas Magill frequented her house almost every week, … he came often at night & some nights staid after they were in bed, & one night was let in by her husband & staid afterwards she knows not how long, she says that at Easter last Janet … was in her house &, that time when she [asked] her, she acknowledged being [with] Child, & said that as sure as God was in heaven Thomas Magill was the father. 48 Mary Mathison's evidence was crucial in determining the paternity of Janet's child. She had been witness to their courtship for approximately nine months and had allowed the couple to meet privately in her home, unsupervised. Indeed, Mary also stated that 'she did not know [of Janet] keeping Company to any other man', indirectly confirming Thomas Magill as the father. 49 Despite the efforts of kirk sessions to police the sexual activities of the young, evidence suggests that rather than being strictly chaste, young couples 45 Ibid. 46 Ibid. 47 Richard Godbeer, 'Courtship and sexual freedom in eighteenth-century America' in O.A.H. Magazine of History, xviii, no. 4 (July 2004), pp 10-11. 48 Carnmoney kirk session minutes, 2 Feb. 1804 (P.R.O.N.I., MIC1P/37/4/9). 49 Ibid.
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were flirtatious and participated in a range of sexual behaviours that stopped just short of intercourse. 50 For example, when William Fee, a member of the congregation of Carnmoney, was charged by Jane Dunlop with being the father of her illegitimate child, he owned 'time and place but denied Guilt'. 51 His sister, Mary Heron, and brother-in-law, John Heron, also offered their testimony, informing the session that William had told them he 'own[e]d guilt but not sufficient to get a Child'. 52 Indeed, Jenny Morrison, a servant girl who lived in the same household as Jane Dunlop, revealed that the couple 'were Frequently together in a Bed in [her] room' but that 'they were never in nacked … as far as she knows' in her company. 53 Clearly, some form of petting and touching occurred between the couple -a fact of which all parties seem to have been aware. Jenny Morrison did, however, believe that William Fee was the father of the child because 'she was not in ye Room ye Last Night they were together which night she beli[eved] Answers to the Child'.
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In a similar case, in February 1786, when Joseph Young and Agnes Connolly were spotted engaging in 'improper conduct' on the road home from Monaghan, the session of Cahans took pains to investigate whether the couple were actually guilty of fornication. For Joseph's part, he confessed that he 'laid his hand on [Agnes]' but because he was 'intoxicate[d]' he could not remember where. He did, however, express his willingness to take an oath 'that no member pertaining to his body was ever in her'. 55 Agnes confirmed his story, stating that although Joseph 'had his arm about her neck', he never 'offered to put his hand upon her bare skin unless her neck hand or breast'. 56 The pair may have been guilty of fondling and petting, but they did not progress to full sexual intercourse.
Other flirtatious and sexual behaviours also appear in the session minutes, particularly those involving physical contact such as play-fighting or grabbing. In contrast to Mary's rather aggressive portrayal of the incident, James 50 Adair, Courtship, illegitimacy and marriage, pp 160-5. 51 Carnmoney kirk session minutes, 5 Jan. 1792 (P.R.O.N.I., MIC1P/37/4/9). 52 Ibid. According to Svetla Baloutzova, it was not unusual for men in Scotland to admit fornication but deny paternity. See Svetla Baloutzova, 'When a lass goes "so round", with her "tua sides high": oral culture and women's views on illegitimacy' in Katie Barclay and Deborah Simonton (eds), Women in eighteenth-century Scotland: intimate, intellectual and public lives (Farnham, 2013) painted a flirtatious and sexually charged scene, suggesting that his actions amounted to no more than consensual play. The session minutes note that:
James McCabe … acknowledged he threw her on the bed but denied she spoke as above reported, but after he went out one and again, she said are you there, tricky Rogue. He asked how she said among the women he tossed her over, & said he would pluck her. She catched her knees & said she could not loose her grips for if the father of her child had not flattered her he could not force her. He denied that she gripped him as in the libel expressed but that she gripped him as one would in play.
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Faced with two contrasting versions of events, one alleging a sexual assault and the other play that got out of hand, the session decided that each party was blameable and recommended they both be censured.
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A similar case, involving an allegation of attempted rape, came before the session of Ballymoney, County Antrim, almost sixty years later, in 1832. In November of that year, Robert McCoy was summoned to appear before Ballymoney session for allegedly attempting to 'violate' Margaret Wraith, a servant girl in his father's household. As in the previous case, the decision of the session rested on the playful, flirtatious nature of the couple's past behaviour. 60 According to Margaret Wraith, on the day the incident occurred she had been washing dishes when Robert McCoy forced her to go with him to an upper room of the house and threw her onto a bed. When he failed, he dragged her to the lower part of the house, where he threw her onto another bed. Margaret stated that she had defended herself against Robert's advances by striking him on the mouth, causing him to bleed and that he only ceased his attack when he was interrupted by the return of another servant maid, Eliza McKeown. Summing up the incident, Margaret stated that she thought 'his design was not good' and that she 'did not remember taunting him with any language which might have induced him to lay hands upon her'.
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Eliza McKeown, the other servant girl, was then called as witness. In contrast to Margaret's violent portrayal of the incident, Eliza's account painted a flirtatious and playful scene, suggesting that the pair had voluntarily (and naturally) ended up in the bedroom. To begin with, Eliza stated that she had witnessed 'some joking & teething [i.e., teasing] between' Robert and Margaret before she had left the house on an errand. On her return, she admitted that she found them lying in the bed, but 'did not see any thing particular in the manner of their lying', suggesting that such behaviour was not uncommon. 62 Eliza also acknowledged that Robert's mouth was bleeding and that Margaret 'appeared angry' but, again, she stated that she did not see 'any thing to account for her being angry'. 63 Finally, she cast doubt on Robert's apparent bad intentions, noting that 'Both the outside door & the room door were open when she returned', insinuating that if Robert had intended to rape Margaret, he would probably have locked the door. 64 58 Ibid., my emphasis. 59 Ibid. 60 Ballymoney kirk session minutes, Aug., 1 Sept., 2 Nov. 1832 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/1/B/4). 61 Ibid., 2 Nov. 1832. 62 Ibid., my emphasis. 63 Ibid. 64 Ibid.
CALVERT-'He came to her bed pretending courtship ' 255 As the case unfolded, other witnesses came forward who alleged that Henry Pekin, who had reported the incident to the session, had put the 'story into [Margaret's] head' that Robert's boisterous conduct amounted to attempted rape. 65 The session seemed to agree. Summing up the case, the session stated that they believed Robert to be 'innocent of any act of actual impropriety' and that he had 'not any intention to do injury' to Margaret. 66 What they did believe him to be guilty of, however, was the 'practice of young persons of different sexes han[d]ling or pulling each other', something which they 'highly disapprov[e]d of'. 67 It is impossible to know for sure whether these women were, in fact, victims of sexual assault. Nevertheless, it should be noted that female servants in this period were often vulnerable to the advances of their masters and other male servants. Anna Clark, for example, has noted that 20 per cent of rape cases that came before the Old Bailey involved masters and their servants. 68 Rape also occurred in courtship. According to Clark's sample, 10.5 per cent of men who promised marriage were reported to have raped their fiancées.
69 Katie Barclay has also argued that physical violence was considered to be a normal part of courtship in eighteenth-century Britain, citing the prevalence of the practice of bride abduction as evidence. 70 Aside from sexual aggression, other elements of these cases appear in the courtship rituals of other couples. Beds, for example, appear to have held a central position in courtship. John Caldwell, who spent his youth in County Antrim, recalled in his memoirs how beds were used as playful spaces for young women and men to behave flirtatiously. According to Caldwell, in his youth, he and other young women and men (especially 'bachelors') would climb onto a specially constructed two-wheeled car, which was covered in straw or 'sometimes a feather bed covered with a neat quilt or bedspread' and 'cajol[e] away their cares'. 71 Indeed, the sharing of beds by young couples, known as 'bundling', seems to have been a recognised form of courtship behaviour that was practised by some members of the community. Bundling involved a couple sleeping together, fully clothed, on the same bed or couch, and was designed to allow women and men to spend the night together to gauge their general and sexual compatibility before marriage. Although bundling was not supposed to involve sexual intercourse, it may have included petting and touching. 72 The extent to which bundling was practised in Britain is subject to debate. Whereas English historians are divided as to whether the practice existed at all, it is generally accepted that the practice was widespread among the poorer classes in Wales and Scotland. 73 Bundling has not gained much attention from Irish historians, but examples of the practice do survive in Presbyterian church records. 74 The case of Agnes Kirk, who we met at the beginning of this article, provides an excellent example of this behaviour. Although she admitted to sharing a bed with the unnamed servant man, Agnes denied that the pair had ever had 'any carnal dealings' and named her friend, and bedfellow, Jean Smyth, as witness. 75 Smyth corroborated Agnes's version of events and 'own[ed] she lay in bed with [Agnes] while said young man came'. 76 Her presence in the bed with the couple ensured that their bundling remained chaste and it is for this reason that Agnes was censured for imprudent behaviour and not fornication. Moreover, it should be noted that Agnes's behaviour does not appear to have been much different from that of other young people in her community. In an effort to stem this apparently popular practice among the youth of Cahans, the session decided to make the particulars of the case public and issued a 'warning … to all young men not to go into young women's beds it being a running into the way of Temptations to Sin'. 77 The evidence presented thus far suggests that sexual activity played a role in courtship rituals. The minutes of Ulster Presbyterian sessions reveal that couples participated in a range of sexual behaviours that stopped just short of intercourse. Bundling, grabbing, groping, touching and petting all appear in discipline cases. The couples discussed above also appear to have had a degree of freedom to meet in private and without much supervision, so long as they did so with the prior knowledge (and approval) of their families and friends. Relationships only became problematic when courting couples behaved in ways outside the agreed 'parameters of appropriateness'. 78 These courtship practices have much in common with those recorded by English and Scottish historians of sex and sexuality. Indeed, the phrase 'pretended courtship', with which this article opened, was also a term used by the eighteenth-century English diarist John Cannon to describe his courting behaviours when a young man. 79 At the same time, the Ulster evidence adds something new to the literature. The evidence for bundling, for example, injects a new geographical comparator into the debate.
III
As a relationship progressed, what role did sex play in the transition from courting to married couple? Was sexual intercourse part of the normal route to marriage? Kirk session minute books reveal that young couples did participate in sexual activities that went beyond touching and petting. Historians of Presbyterianism, in both Ulster and Scotland, have noted that the discipline of sexual misdemeanours accounted for a large proportion of church business. Indeed, an analysis of a representative sample of eleven Ulster kirk session minute books confirms this point, with sexual offences comprising approximately 44 per cent of all discipline cases. Moreover, of the types of sexual offence that occurred, it was those committed by unmarried persons that predominated, with fornication and pre-marital fornication returning almost 56 per cent and 39 per cent of all recorded sexual offences respectively. 80 To what extent, however, were these transgressions committed in pursuit of marriage?
In common with adherents of other religious traditions in Ireland, members of the Presbyterian community in Ulster were also expected to follow and obey certain rules governing the making of marriage. 81 The Presbyterian form of marriage and its guidelines were laid out in two main documents: the Westminster Confession of Faith and the Directory for Public Worship. Marriage was open and free to all provided that the union was not within the bounds of affinity and consanguinity prohibited by church law, that the parties were both free from prior marriage, and that they had reached the age of, or obtained from parents or guardians, consent. 82 The Directory also contained a section on 'The Solemnization of Marriage', which outlined the steps that were to be taken to formalise a marriage. Before solemnisation could take place, banns of marriage were to be published in each of the couple's respective congregations on three successive sabbaths. After the publication of banns, the marriage was not to be long deferred, and was to be celebrated in the meeting house, by the minister of the congregation, before a competent number of witnesses and at a convenient hour of the day. 83 Sexual intercourse did not have a place in these formal rituals.
It should be remembered, however, that while Presbyterian church courts exercised control over the marriages of their own members, their power to do so was disputed throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Moreover, Presbyterian church courts had no authority over marriages contracted by persons outside of their own communion. The reason for this was that until the late nineteenth century, Ireland was a confessional state, in which access to political power and the enjoyment of full civil rights was dependent on membership of the established Anglican church. 84 Those who dissented, such as Presbyterians and Roman Catholics, suffered discrimination as a result. J. C. Beckett has argued that of all the forms of discrimination that Presbyterians endured, it was the action taken against them in the ecclesiastical church courts concerning marriage which grieved the laity most. 85 Presbyterian ministers who performed marriages were charged with having done so clandestinely, while lay persons so married were charged as fornicators. 86 Indeed, it was not until 1845 that marriages performed by Presbyterian ministers were confirmed as legally unassailable under the Marriage (Ireland) Act. This included those between two Presbyterians, as well as those between a Presbyterian and a member of the Anglican church. 87 While sexual intercourse did not officially play a part in the making of marriage, there does seem to have been an awareness on the part of Presbyterian courts that members of the community did contract marriage in this way. For example, when Elizabeth Allon appeared before the session of Cahans in April 1784, professing her sorrow for the sin of fornication with Andrew McWilliams, the session 'demanded to know was there any obligation betwixt them that … he would marry her'. 88 The session also refused to accept the claim of Mary Cinnacem in July 1790 that she did not know the name of the man she had committed fornication with, telling her to come back at a later date and swear to that effect. 89 Similarly, when William Boyd Junior appeared before the session of Carnmoney in 1799, confessing his sin of fornication with Mary Scott, the session assumed that the couple would subsequently marry. 90 Much to their surprise, however, William declined and the session decided to prevent him from receiving church privileges due to his 'temper'.
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In cases where promises of marriage had been exchanged, what the session was most concerned with was discovering the form that the promise of marriage had taken. Technically, a marriage was made by the exchange of free and mutual consent of the contracting parties. While the presence of a minister made a marriage 'regular' by Presbyterian standards, his absence did not make it invalid. The minister was only to declare the couple married, ratifying the consent each party had given to the union. 92 It was affirmation of consent which made a marriage, not the presence of a minister. 93 This technicality sometimes caused confusion between the laity and the session over what constituted regular marriage. A good example of this can be found in the case of William Jackson, who appeared before the session of Cahans in December 1833. It appears that William asked for his child to be baptised and the session, having no record of his having been married by the minister, asked him to produce proof of his marriage and the legitimacy of the child. The minutes record that William, 'pleased that on January 1 st 1833 he and his wife became pledged to each other according to the form in the Directory for Marriage and that of course his child was lawfully begotten'. 94 This admission bamboozled the kirk session and they submitted the following question to the advice of the presbytery: 'If a man and woman bind themselves privately to each other by that form acknowledged to be right when used before witnesses are they guilty of fornication if they cohabit together as man and wife? 95 The problem for the session was that the couple had declared their mutual consent to the union, following the rules outlined in the Directory. They had also consummated the marriage, produced a child, and cohabited as man and wife. The marriage was by all accounts valid, but lacked the blessing of a minister. It is likely that for this reason the presbytery decided that the couple were guilty of fornication and denied them access to baptism. 96 In such cases, the session was particularly concerned about how the promise of marriage was couched. A statement of consent by the parties to be married, in the present tense, known as verba de praesenti, was regarded as a valid marriage contract in Ireland. 97 During the medieval and early modern periods, many couples took another route to marriage known as verba de futuro -a future promise of marriage, followed by sexual intercourse. 98 This form of marriage was not accepted by Presbyterian church courts as valid because it constituted a contract to marry rather than a contract of marriage. As a marriage was essentially made by the exchange of free and mutual consent between the contracting parties, church courts had no power to compel individuals to honour marriages made in this way. For example, when Mary Graham appeared before the session of Cahans in January 1784 and announced that she was pregnant with Robert Harris's child, she stated that they had 'repeated the words in the Confession of Faith' before engaging in sexual intercourse. 99 Although Robert Harris confirmed Mary's story, stating that 'they swore to go together to Cookseys' (a defrocked clergyman who celebrated marriages) and 'said over the words of the Confession of Faith' before having 'criminal correspondence', he did not agree that their actions made a marriage. Instead, Harris stated that he did not intend to marry Mary and did not believe that the child she was carrying was his. 100 A similar case involving an alleged promise of marriage, fornication and an illegitimate child also came before the session of Ballybay in May 1811. According to the minutes of the case, Elizabeth Nesbit applied to the session and charged a man named George Taylor with being the father of her child. Elizabeth alleged that Taylor had 'seduc[e]d her, by promising to marry her' and that she 'had a child by him'. 101 George Taylor denied these accusations and swore 'that he never promised to marry her & that he never had carnal dealings with her'. 102 The case was further complicated by the fact that Elizabeth had subsequently married another man. She did, however, swear that 'she never had carnal dealings with any other man before that child was born, or with any man since, but her own husband'. 103 Due to the complicated nature of the case, it was referred to the presbytery of Monaghan for their consideration. The presbytery launched an investigation and invited each of the parties to give evidence. In order to prove her claim, Elizabeth produced Doctor McAdam, who swore to the presbytery that 'when he went to deliver [the baby] … Elizabeth told him that George Taylor was the father of the child'. 104 This evidence was accepted by the presbytery, which 'unanimously agreed' that the pair had engaged in sexual intercourse before Elizabeth's marriage with her present husband.
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Aside from the possibility that such unions could result in illegitimate children and cases of disputed paternity, another reason why Presbyterian courts disapproved of marriages contracted with private oaths was because they were tricky to police. In the absence of witnesses, it was difficult to prove that promises of marriage had been exchanged. Many women who did contract marriage in this way were subsequently deserted. For example, when Rebecca Vint appeared before the session of Carnmoney in October 1814 for the sin of fornication with a man named John McGaa, the session noted that he afterwards 'deserted her'. 106 The session book of First Dromara, County Down, likewise contains numerous references to women whose husbands 'went off' or 'eloped' from them shortly after contracting marriage. 107 Kirk session minutes also suggest that some men pledged marriage to multiple women with no intention of following through on their promises. For example, when Elinor Beck appeared before the session of First Dromara, County Down, confessing the sin of fornication with Walter Neuse, the session asked her for details of the promise that the pair had exchanged. According to Elinor, Walter had promised himself to her on more than one occasion and 'swore by the eternal God that he never would enjoy any but her'. 108 Elinor had also made similar promises to Walter and swore that she would never 'quit him', even if she received a marriage proposal that 'might raise her fortune'. 109 The session was particularly interested in this case as it transpired that Walter subsequently made promises to and married another young woman, despite his earlier vows to Elinor. 110 Indeed, if his earlier promises to Elinor had been made in the present tense, his subsequent marriage would technically have been invalid and bigamous in the eyes of the Presbyterian church. Another repeat offender was William McCrackin, who appeared before the session of Cahans in December 1754. According to the session minutes: 'William McCrakin … owned that he had on some few times sat on Marg[are]t Gray's bed-side & other times leaned on the bed when in suit of her for marriage & that he also had made private promissory oath[s] to her about that time even before proclamation with Hannah Eliot.' 111 Although sexual intercourse is not explicitly mentioned in this case, it is notable that William chose the space of the bed as the site of his marriage proposals. As in the case of courtship, sex (or at least the promise of it) played a role in marriage rituals.
IV
As the examples in this article have shown, sex and other forms of sexual activity played an integral role in the intimate lives of Presbyterian women and men in eighteenth-and nineteenth-century Ulster. Far from being strictly chaste, some courting couples participated in a range of sexual behaviours that stopped just short of intercourse. Petting, fondling and groping appear frequently in church court minutes. While many of these encounters were focused around the physical space of the bed, couples were spontaneous and took advantages of other opportunities as and when they arose. Moments were snatched in fields, barns, community dances, the workplace and even on roads. Sex also played a role in the transition that women and men made from courting to married couples. As the cases above have revealed, many couples engaged in sexual intercourse after exchanging promises to marry. While generalisations should not be drawn about the rest of Ireland, it is important to note that these findings have much in common with research conducted by historians working in England, Scotland and North America. In Ulster, as elsewhere, women and men participated in a 'spectacular' range of sexual relationships.
112
Pulling together the findings of this article, it is important to reflect on why the study of sex and sexual behaviour is valuable. What can we learn from a study of Ulster Presbyterian sex? This article furthers the field of sexuality studies in two important ways. Firstly, it enriches our understanding of sexuality and social control in Ireland. There is a tendency among Irish historians to exclude the Ulster Presbyterian case from analyses of Irish sexuality on account of its anomalous association with illegitimacy and perceived tolerance of pre-marital sexual activity. As this study has shown, however, the boundaries between licit and illicit sexual behaviour were not clear-cut. Similar to Julie Hardwicke's analysis of sex in early-modern France, Presbyterian couples operated within agreed 'parameters of appropriateness'. 113 As was the case in Britain, sex was regarded by individuals and their communities as part of the process of marriage. When courting couples participated in them, groping, fondling and petting were not illicit. For this reason, we need to exercise caution in labelling pre-marital sexual activities as 'indicative of a sexually promiscuous and liberal mindset'. 114 The popular image of the chaste and pure Irish should likewise be treated with caution. That Irish Catholics also engaged in pre-marital sexual activities is evident from the country's infanticide rate. It is arguable that the tropes of the chaste and pure (Catholic) Irish and their counterpart, the promiscuous Ulster Presbyterian, exist more firmly in the recent cultural imagination than in reality. 115 Secondly, a study of Ulster Presbyterian sex contributes to wider debates in the historiography of British sexuality. The above discussion has revealed that there were many parallels between the rituals of courtship in Ulster and those recorded elsewhere in England, Scotland and Wales. This is important because the Ulster Presbyterian case has not received as much attention as it should from British historians, partly because it is regarded as offering only a regional perspective. Given the parallels outlined in this article, this is clearly not the
